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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, America’s students lag behind their 

global peers.  Then, middle America divorces marriage.  Behind the headlines, Lisa 
Cortes, executive producer of the movie “Precious” talks women in film.             

 
(Musical break.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To the Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, America’s education 
rankings.   

 
American students continue to fall behind their international peers in math, 

science, and reading.  This, according to an international report on global test scores 
released this week.  The United States ranks 14th in reading, 17th in science, and 25th in 
math.  Although the U.S. has improved its ranking since 2006, our country continues to 
trail others, including China, South Korea, Finland, and Canada.  The test used for 
ranking is taken by about a half million 15-year-olds in 65 nations.  It tests students’ 
ability to apply knowledge to real life situations.  Education Secretary Arne Duncan 
termed the results “a wakeup call.”  The Obama administration is working toward 
comprehensive education reform, including sending $100 billion to states through the 
stimulus package and prompting improvements through the Race to the Top competition.   

 
Patricia Sosa, what’s the proper fix here.  And even though we did little better in 

this ranking, are we on a serious decline?   
 
MS. SOSA:  Well, I think we need to continue making strategic investment to 

improve our education system.  And I think many of those are embodied in the Obama 
education agenda.  Unfortunately, with the House Republicans – the Republicans taking 
over the House, I think a lot of those proposals may not go anywhere.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Money isn’t the answer.  The teachers unions are crippling 

the American education system and without quality teachers, our students are not going 
to get a quality education.   

 
MS. BELTON:  I think the main problem is that our education system varies so 

much because it’s dependent on the states who set their own independent curriculum, 
based on the people what they want – these individuals – theirs local control.  There’s a 
limited amount the federal government can actually do to impact education nationally.   

 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  I think we need to – like everything else, we need to face 

and embrace the fact that we have a problem, rather than continue to resist and deny the 
existence of a problem.  And we also while we think globally about these issue, we need 
to start acting locally, at each community level.  

 



MS. ERBE:  All right but you were part of the Bush Administration.  You don’t 
think that No Child Left Behind was an admission that there was something seriously 
wrong and one attempt, whether it worked or not – and personally I don’t think it helped 
at all, to revise the whole system?   

 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Absolutely, I think there is a national recognition, but I also 

live in Maryland, and Maryland’s model for educational performance is now being 
adopted.  In fact, private institutions are trying to adopt it.  So I think a lot of it, like you 
said, I think a lot of it has to do with standards, with performance, with accountability.  
And a lot of these school systems are reluctant to bypass the union or some of these 
require – all fashion, all behind the eight ball types of approaches.   

 
MS. SOSA:  I want to make two points.  I want to make a big picture point that is 

not exactly related to this, but I think is central to this issue.  In the United States, we 
don’t support working families and central to a good education is parental involvement.  
And when parents have to have two and three jobs, they have no health care and no child 
care and lots of the supports that they have in other countries, it’s very difficult.  So that’s 
the big picture point.  I think the second big picture point I want to make is we have seen 
improvement.  Incredible thing about this, these are better results than 2006.  So some of 
the things we have been doing in terms of improving teachers’ performance, getting the 
kids more able to take testing because one of the things they talk about the kids from 
Shanghai – it’s very important, they’re not from everywhere in China; they’re from 
Shanghai, the city with the best students in the country – is that they know how to take 
tests.  So there’s a lot of this that we need to question.  There’s – it’s more complicated 
than just the tests results.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Well, there’s a significant problem with our education system 

and money – just keep throwing money at the problem is not going to work.  Washington, 
D.C., is a perfect example of the failure of that policy.  D.C. spends more money per 
capita than any other city of its size in the country and it’s been a market failure.  And 
when Michelle Rhee and they starting taking on the teachers unions and holding these 
people accountable, cutting back the bureaucracy, it was a catastrophic event to the point 
where now she’s held as a hero – heroine in taking on what the teachers unions have done 
and their resistance to these types of reforms.  And this is a significant problem.  Class 
sizes, teachers not being certified, testing isn’t the only answer either because what works 
for Washington may not work for Nebraska.  And so that’s why a big national program, 
like No Child Left Behind, as well-intentioned as it was, we do need certain standards, 
but it has to start at a local level and cater programs and curricula to what works for those 
students.   

 
MS. BELTON:  I think the problem that you kind of run into, though, is what 

individual people wan t out of their school district.  In my home state of Missouri, they 
polled residents and parents about making the science and math and history standards 
more rigorous.  The parents didn’t necessarily want that.  They actually didn’t see the 
importance of making it more stringent.  Then you have issues like in Texas – 

 



MS. ERBE:  How could they not want – 
 
MS. BELTON:  – that was the amazing part.  It was just like they felt the standard 

was hard enough.  And my mother was a former school teacher ran into that constantly, 
where parents actually felt the school work was too hard.  The kids had too much 
homework.  They thought there was too much pressure towards the tests.  They didn’t 
want necessarily things to be more rigorous.  Then you have instances like the case in 
Texas, where they were re-writing the history textbooks to reflect ideology as opposed to 
actual history.  So when you have individual changes that are done on a board level, on a 
county level, on a district level, or state to state, your education system is basically based 
on your tax brackets around you and attitudes of the people who live in that area.  So if 
you wonder why your kid might be going to the inferior school, you just have to look 
around at yourself and who you’re surrounded by.   

 
MS. SOSA:  And I think the other point – and I want to go back to the point I 

made about strategic because that’s the thing you also get with the Chinese, that they 
have a sense of where they want to go as a country, economically, which is the sector 
they want to see growth, and it’s not – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But there also, at least in the case of China and to a large extent 

South Korea, even though it’s growing fast economically, the majority of people there are 
much poorer than the majority of Americans.  I wonder to a certain extent, have we 
gotten a little too fat and happy?  We don’t have the drive that generations prior, who did 
very well in our public school system.  And when you have parents who don’t have the 
drive, where are the kids going to get it?  The teachers can’t create that.  It’s up to the 
family situation.   

 
MS. SOSA:  – absolutely, absolutely, it’s being in the comfort zone.  But I think 

it’s also – we’re in a very divided country right now.  And to really accomplish education 
policy that is cohesive, you need to have political consensus.  And I will tell you the 
truth.  You can build consensus in many different places.  I think there’s a lot of merit to 
some of the Republican views in education.  I’m liberal, but I’m totally pro-choice when 
it goes to schools and charter schools.  I’m very supportive of charter schools.  And 
there’s other things that the Democrats have offer in terms of teachers standards, in terms 
of helping the most disadvantaged schools with resources that they need, but we’re so 
divided as a country.  It’s a terrible timing to be in this situation.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Briefly, Tara.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  Well, there should be no political correctness in math, 

reading, and basic science.  That should not be the case.  And unfortunately, political 
correctness has overtaken a lot of our school systems and curriculum and they’re fighting 
over those things and making it more – making kids feel better about themselves as 
opposed to teaching them the basics.  And that’s why we’re behind.  These other 
countries, they’re more parochial and disciplined in their curriculum.  And we need to get 
back to the basis.   



 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  From kids to married couples.   
 
Marriage is in decline in blue-collar America; this according to a new report 

finding when it comes to marriage, divorce, and raising children, the working class is 
acting more like poor single-parent households.  Once seen as the country’s stronghold 
for traditional values, moderately educated Americans, those with a high school 
education, but no four-year college degree, have suffered greatly from the loss of high 
paying, blue-collar jobs.  Fewer job opportunities and greater financial stress have 
resulted in an increase in divorce among the working class.  This at a time when the 
divorce rate for both high school dropouts and the highly educated is on the decline.  And 
more blue-collar Americans are avoiding marriage altogether.  Forty four percent of this 
demographic is having children outside wedlock up from just 13 percent in the early 
1980s.  Marriage isn’t the only institution in which middle America is losing faith.  In an 
historic shift, weekly church attendance is now stronger among the highly educated than 
the moderately educated.   

 
Cari Dominguez, what is going on here?  I know I said – I don’t know how old 

Madonna’s kid is now, the one she had with – 
 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Lourdes.   
 
MS. ERBE:  – but she’s got to be what, 15 or something.   
 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  She’s about 15.   
 
MS. ERBE:  When she did that, when she had a child with her health instructor or 

physical trainer, I remember thinking all these poor young girls who idolize her are going 
to think they can do it, too, except they don’t realize they don’t have the billions of 
dollars that she possesses.  And now it’s going down to the middle-class, where we never 
thought this would happen.   

 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Right.  This, I think, is a social answer to the economic 

trickle down theory concept that we use to talk about in economics.  It started out with 
the white-collars and the fact that once women joined the workforce, got educated, they 
just felt the sense of independence and autonomy.  And so we’re beginning to see that 
because now, blue-collar families have to have multiple part time jobs.  Oftentimes, the 
guy, if there’s a husband involved, doesn’t – becomes unemployed, doesn’t have access 
to that.  So all of a sudden, no longer do you have to do two, three jobs and you have to 
come home.  The pressures, the financial pressures – I think the pressures of maintaining 
the family together and at the same time of having to deal with the social issues before us, 
I think are key.  And so what I find is that – and we talk a little bit about the faith piece as 
well.  I think that the whole civic, cultural, economic components and sectors are 
converging to drive.  And one of two marriages we know end up in divorce as it is.  So 
it’s a big issue.   

 



MS. SETMAYER:  It’s usually because of finances.   
 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Because of finances.   
 
MS. SOSA:  But I think it’s just really not surprising.  And I think the economic 

situation has a lot to do because as much as we don’t want to believe it, marriage is also a 
business partnership and these women – 

 
MS. ERBE:  In part.   
 
MS. SOSA:  – and they’re doing their calculus and they’re figuring out this is not 

going to pay for me.  I’m not going to find a partner.  And also I think – I’m curious.  I 
would love to see data.  How much of it is that they still believe that the man should earn 
more than I do, that the man should be the breadwinner of the family?  And they’re 
finding themselves with choices in terms of partners that are not allowing that sort of 
stereotypical situation that I think white-collar women have come to accept.  That a 
partner, even if he doesn’t made as much as I do is still better than no partner and 
certainly – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Well, what about blue-collar because we’re talking about – 
 
MS. SOSA:  – I actually think at the end of the day two is better than one.  I have 

no doubt about it.  And two in the context of marriage is better than one.  And even in 
difficult financial situations, I think at some point they’re going to come to that 
conclusion, but there’s sort of a transition in terms of okay, now I – I come from a two-
parent family.  My father was a breadwinner.  I cannot find a partner that can be just like 
my dad, so I’m going to stay by myself.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And that’s a sad commentary of what’s happening.  I think 

that the institution of marriage has been watered down.  It’s no longer the honorable thing 
to do, the stigma attached to having kids out of wedlock and – it’s gone.  And living in – 
living – cohabitating and happily married – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you something because you’re closer to that 

generation than I am, a lot –  
 
MS. SETMAYER:  – and I was the product of a single parent.   
 
MS. ERBE:  – but I have talked to young women who’ve had kids by themselves 

and said what are you thinking.  Well, my parents were divorced and it didn’t work for 
them.  So it’s better to not even have that glue or you’re going to go out and find some 
guy who you don’t want to marry, but you will have children with him.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Which is something I’ll never understand.  I’ll never 

understand at and I look to some folks that I know, friends of mine that have had kids out 
of wedlock, and I see how devastating that is to the child.  And I think to myself, “wait a 



minute, so this person was good enough to have a child with, but not good enough to 
marry?”  There’s something very upside down about that thought process.  And our 
society has allowed for this to perpetuate itself and at the expense of strong families and 
of our children and of – middle-class America is now trickling down their.  And this 
concerns me.  I don’t like this trend at all.   

 
MS. BELTON:  I think it’s a matter – I think financial stability is a huge issue in 

this regard.  Your life is full of inconsistency.  If you have health inconsistency, if you 
have money inconsistency, if you have job inconsistency, marriage is not going to be a 
priority to you.  Survival is going to be a priority, paying the rent is going to be priority.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But if you’re just trying to survive, then why would you add the 

financial burden of a child?  Kids aren’t free.  It costs lots of money, especially if they do 
it right.   

 
MS. BELTON:  Exactly, but when you’re talking about women and especially if 

you come from an environment where you don’t know what a healthy marriage looks 
like, if you’ve never experienced the stability of a two-parent family home, you’re not 
going to put the same value on it as someone who saw the benefit of seeing a two-parent 
family that worked.  Like my parents, they’ve been married almost 40 years.  A lot of my 
peers did not have that.  Most of their parents already divorced or they’ve never known 
their fathers, or their fathers were indiscriminately involved in their lives.  If you see that 
a woman can function with a man and that’s not necessarily necessary, you’re not going 
to put the same priority on getting married as someone else who’s – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you this because this is a follow up question to Tara.  

Okay, so we have this generation that’s not getting married.  Are their kids going to 
figure out, “hey, this is not good, either?”  And is marriage going to become more 
popular a generation or two later because this was a reaction against a high divorce rate?  
Are they going to say, “okay, we tried the alternative and it’s worse?”  Do you see that 
coming?   

 
MS. BELTON:  That could happen, but the main problem is if you go up and you 

don’t see what a healthy functioning marriage looks like, how are you going to recreate – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Watch it on TV, I don’t know.  (Laughter.)   
 
MS. BELTON:  – TV glamorized it.   
 
MS. SOSA:  But I think that what the data show, if I’m right about what I 

understand from the report, what the data show is a new sector.  So there is a sector that 
for a long time have been one family – one head of household.  But what they’re seeing is 
a growth in communities, more traditional, blue-collar communities that they’d not seen 
before.  So that’s a difference here.  So they see people – if you look at the data, should 
have role modeling for marriage and have decided not to take that as a choice.  That’s a 
difference here.   



 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Right, but I do think, like Tara mentioned, I think the big 

impact on the children is still to be determined.  We’re going back – my generation was a 
Woodstock generation, was a free love and all of that, and some of the remnants of that – 
I still see them at Berkeley once in a while, sitting on the benches and things like that, but 
we still don’t know.  The unknown is what’s going to happen to this generation because 
the family structure provides stability and provides security and certain parameters for the 
children to grow in confidence and to thrive.  Absent that – when you have relationships 
blowing in and blowing out the household – 

 
MS. SOSA:  But Cari, what we’re seeing – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Quickly, we’re seeing out of time.   
 
MS. SOSA:  – what we’re seeing is among educated people that have even come 

from single, divorced families, they’re choosing marriage.  The educated people are now 
choosing marriage when before they were not choosing marriage.  That’s what we’re 
seeing now.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  We’ve got to go.  Behind the headlines, women in film.  

One hundred million women went to the movies and bought more than half of all movie 
tickets last year.  But when it comes to making movies, women are far from having 
achieved parity in Hollywood.  To the Contrary spoke to Lisa Cortes, executive producer 
of the critically acclaimed and Oscar nominated movie “Precious,” about the state of 
women in Hollywood and how she was able to get Precious’ story from the book the big 
screen.   

 
(Begin video segment.)   
 
MS. LISA CORTES:  The journey that Precious took to the screen was a lengthy 

one.  It started in 1996, when the book came out, and falling in love with this book, with 
that iconic red and black cover, and sitting on the Air Train, going home to Brooklyn, and 
looking around to the subway car, and all kinds of different ladies, white, black, young, 
old, were reading this book.  And then when I transitioned into working in film with Lee 
Daniels, we discovered that we adored this book.  After the success of “Monster’s Ball,” 
tried to option it, could not get the project.  And finally, Lee directed a film called 
“ShadowBoxer” that I produced with Helen Mirren and Cuba Gooding and it’s really 
edgy and fun.  And we screened it for the author, Sapphire, and she said, “this movie is 
fearless and it’s beautiful.  It has distinctive characters and these beautifully art directed 
locations and all the costumes were by Vivienne Westwood.”  And she said, “I’ll give 
you the option.”   

 
MS. ERBE:  Based on the novel “Push” by Sapphire, “Precious” began 

production in 2007 and was released worldwide two years later.  It earned more than $45 
million and six Oscar nominations, winning two.  Cortes says the novel storyline and 
distinctive characters are the driving forces behind the film’s success.   



 
MS. CORTES:  It’s a girl that we all see and we don’t know her story.  We make 

a lot of assumptions about what her world is.  And what we come to discover is that 
Precious is a very smart girl who is a victim of circumstance.  She’s a victim of one 
community, but a very different community comes to her aid.  And also she discovers 
herself and her beauty and her strength.  And I think we all have a little bit of Previous in 
us.  I think what she is representative of is not a monolithic African-American woman.  
She’s representative of a very resilient spirit.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Women directed 7 percent of the top 250 grossing films last year.  

They comprise 17 percent of all movie executive producers.  Cortes is known as a 
maverick in the entertainment industry for producing films with difficult and provocative 
themes.  She says women film makers have to be willing to take risks and work harder 
than men to succeed.   

 
MS. CORTES:  There is a system that we work in that oftentimes is not used to 

the female being the one where the buck stops there.  So there is sometimes second 
guessing and there’s politicking and politricking.  And our role, though, is to power 
through.  I think that’s why I love “Precious” so much because I understand what it is to 
make something happen when everyone is trying to tell me no.  

 
Hollywood has traditionally been set up to support a certain scope of films with 

attachments that are based upon blah, blah, blah.  Independent filmmaking is – we’re the 
kids who color outside the lines.  And so when you’re coloring outside the lines, 
sometimes they put you in a corner for a minute and you’ve got to figure a way to get out 
of there and to build audience and community to get your project out.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Her advice for aspiring female film makers?   
 
MS. CORTES:  Yes, yes, yes.  Now, how much do you want it because you are 

going to work harder than you’re male counterparts?  You’re going to be on 300 percent 
and you’re going to get a lot of joy from what you create.  You also, though, have to take 
care of your health.  You have to balance your personal life.  And you should do your 
homework and define how you want to be in this business.   

 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  You’re a successful blogger.  Will the online community – female 

success in the online community mirror what’s going on in Hollywood or expand 
opportunities for women in film?  

 
MS. BELTON:  Well, Hollywood is a little more complicated than online.  One of 

the benefits of online is that literally do you own a computer; do you have access to the 
internet?  Wow, all of a sudden you’re a news source.  You can go out there and make it 
and try to compete.  In Hollywood money is involved.  And you have people who are 
long established players are involved.  And for me, the moment when we’ll know that 



women have reached parity in Hollywood with the men is when a female director is 
allowed to fail as consistently as some top male directors and still get work.  Like my 
concern with Kathryn Bigelow, despite the fact that she has proven that she is a capable 
director – I watched “Point Break” not that long ago, an excellent action film, a cold 
classic, and even she sometimes struggled to get products even though she’s proven 
herself over and over and over again.   

 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  I think it’s the same thing with any other occupation.  

Investment banking, you look at the lack of access that women have to capital, and that’s 
an issue.  And I think that’s consistent with anything.  The other thing is, if you fail once, 
then the whole class of gender is seen as a – 

 
(Cross talk.) 
 
MS. DOMINGUEZ:  – because you’ve got to be so careful about that.   
 
MS. SOSA:  Well, I have to tell you.  I’ve not been going to the movies lately.  I 

haven’t really seen particularly of big Hollywood movies a lot of films that I like because 
they’re clearly male oriented.  So I think when they start – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Or even more – just superficial.   
 
MS. SOSA:  – exactly, exactly.   
 
MS. ERBE:  Superficial, no meat to them.   
 
MS. SOSA:  No meat to them.   
 
MS. ERBE:  “Precious” made me – gave me nightmares for days after I saw it.   
 
MS. SOSA:  But it was very meaningful film.  
 
MS. ERBE:  Yes, extremely.   
 
MS. SOSA:  So that’s very important and I think when the bottom lines start 

hurting or women start directing more and they start seeing more profits, I think that’s 
when things are going to start changing.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Last word, Tara.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  And I think that Kathryn Bigelow, winning the best director 

for “Hurt Locker,” which was – I had no idea was even a movie directed by a woman, I 
thought that until later on.  And I think that also opens up towards to show that women 
can produce and direct movies like that, which is a big macho military movie.  I think 
that that – her proving herself with that opens up the doors as well and obviously we have 
a long way to go, but that was quite an accomplishment.   



 
MS. ERBE:  All right, that’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, 

nurses working to decriminalize drug use.  Please join us on the web for the “To the 
Contrary Extra” and whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join 
us next time.   

 
(END) 
 


